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It will be interesting to see how this book fares now in America.
Ezra Pound probably sets great store by the educational possibility of the work. True to the Confucian belief that a man is nothing if not homo politicus, the book intends to give politico-ethicoeconomic education to the scholar, who should govern the world.
If all power is corrupting, perhaps it is so because, among other
things, the incorrigibly corrupt and the constitutionally weak
have the knack of acquiring power; hence the most sensible remedy would be to try to educate potential power-wielders first. Provided, of course, that one is a firm believer in the educability of
the human race. Mr. Pound seems to believe in it.

Myron Ochshorn

IN SEARCH OF

E~ILY

DICKINSON

The supreme evil committable by a critic is to
turn men away from the bright and the living.
The ignominious failure of ANY critic (however
low) is to fail to find something to ar()use the appetite of his audience, to read, to se~, to experience.-ElRA POUND

there is nothing in Rebecca Patterson'sl or
Richard Chase's2 book to arouse the appetite. The one is
a rather hideous example of dull, pointless "scholarship,"
which tells us that all of Emily Dickinson's poetry becomes unriddled if we realize that she almost slept with a girl friend named
Kate Scott Anthon. ("About April, 1861, with pain and reluc-

C
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1 The Riddle of Emily Dickinson. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1951, 434 pp.
$4'5°'
2 Emily Dickinson. "The American Men of Letters Series." New York: William
Sloane Associates. 1951. 328 pp. $4.00.
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tance, Kate wrote a letter terminating a hopeless attachment, and
for the rest of her life Emily was never sure whether she herself
was mad or sane.") The other offers a drab, distorted, essentially
false picture of the mind and poetry of one of America's most
scintillating, most original, literary personalities. Neither writer
seems to have any feeling for his subject; the only thing lively in
either book is a certain undercurrent of animosity towards the
poet, which neither particularly cares to conceal.
A few years ago (in the March-April, 1947 issue of Partisan Review) Richard Chase wrote, with what he must have considered
to be not a little boldness, that "the chief purpose of the departments of literature in American graduate schools is to teach prospective teachers how to avoid discussing literature." "In graduate schools," he went on to say, "one always 'approaches'; one does
not touch, go into, or pass through." It is amusing to note in this
connection that whatever small merit his book possesses lies in its
historical-biographical "approach" to Emily Dickinson. That is
to say, his rehash job on George F. WhiCher's sound biographical
data (with a welcome dash of Tocqueville, Tate, and Perry Miller) is quite thorough, perhaps commendable-if one has a taste
for such fare. The background is there; but there is no foreground. The nearer he gets to the poetry the more fumbling does
his book become. When he finally reaches the point of discussing
a few poems in detail (one can almost see him sucking in his.
breath) , his analyses are so obtuse as to be actually humorous.
The ,"position" Chase assumes throughout is absurdly severe
and negative: "The more we are determined to discover a beauti·
ful success in every poem she wrote, the less likely we are to have
any clear conception of her mind and her work." But why must
we be determined to discover anything? Are there not, more or
less self-evident in her poetry, enough fine poems to occupy our
attention? Of course she wrote a great deal of bad poetry. So did
Shakespeare. And of course she repeated herself. Is there a poet
who didn't?
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truly called criticism in Chase's book is
chiefly derived (sometimes with acknowledgment, sometimes
without) from Allen Tate's fine essay "Emily Dickinson," far
and away the best pages on the poet we have. By linking her with
Donne and the metaphysical tTadition, and by forcefully demonstrating the manner' in which she "perceives abstraction and
thinks sensation," Tate did much for our present appreciation
of a sizeable portion of her poetry. This is to say nothing about
the brilliance with which a historical approach is used perfectly
in his essay to set the stage for, and in a sense almost explain, the
appearance of a great poet. But this latter is outside my present
concern.
\Vhat is troubling about his essay is that Tate (and, as far as I
can tell, all subsequent criticism) overlooks what I feel to be the
most profoundly moving theme of her poetry. An intensely personal theme it, is, and a very great one-the theme of suffering.
The trouble comes in, perhaps, when Tate writes: "All pity
for Miss Dickinson's 'starved life' is misdirected. Her life was one
of the richest and deepest ever lived on this continent." If we
think of a rich, deep life as one which has experienced much suffering, then what Tate says is altogether true. But I am not at all
sure what Tate means here. In no place in his essay does he bring
up the theme of suffering. His emphasis is quite other. To him
"the two elements of her style, considered as point of view, are
immortality, or the idea of permanence, and the physical process
of death or decay":
W HAT EVE RCA N BE

The enemy to all those New Englanders was Nature, and Miss Dickinson saw into the character of this enemy more deeply than any of
the others. The general symbol of Nature, for her, is Death, and her
weapon against Death is the entire powerful dumb-show of the puritan theology.led by Redemption and Immortality.

Now it seems to me that Redemption and Immortality are, precisely, "dumb-show" concepts to Emily Dickinson; and that she
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was not fooling herself when she described the latter as "So huge,
so hopeless to conceive." Death, of itself, is the most impossible of
all poetic themes. The poet in love with death is incapable of
great poetry. Poe is one example. Death can be a great theme only
when it is used to lend a sense of tragedy to life, as any number of
artists have realized. Of course this is not to say that only death
can evoke the tragic sense. There is Oedipus and his suffering. In
her poetry her use of Death and Immortality (even in so fine a
poem as "The Chariot") produces a copybook maxim effect, a
slackening of tension, a weak tailing-off into the unknowable.
But much that has been seen in light of her "death and immortality" concern comes into sharper focus if we explore those dark- .
er areas of her poetry which reveal that life, for her, was a bitter
agony. Not only did she suffer much; often her suffering waS commingled with terror, at times even with madness. The recognition of this almost Dostoievskian quality in Emily Dickinson's
poetry adds something, I think, to her already great ·stature.
BElaboring the obvious to insist that the "Empress
of Calvary" often considered her life to be a long, drawn-out crucifixion. This is not to deny that she could occasionally step back
and mercilessly mock her self-pity. Emily Dickinson was on to
herself; what I would like to at least outline here is the frightening extent to which she was on to herself.
The following is perhaps the finest statement of her crucifixion
theme.
IT W 0 U L D

I should have been too glad, I see,
Too lifted for the scant degree
Of life's penurious round;
My little circuit would have shamed
This new circumference, have blamed
The homelier time behind.
I should have been too saved, I see,
Too rescued; fear too dim to me
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That I could spell the prayer
I knew so perfect yesterday,That scalding one, "Sabachthani,"
Recited fluent here.
Earth would have been too much, I see,
And heaven not enough for me;
I should have had the joy
Without the fear to justify,The palm without the Calvary;
So, Saviour, crucify.
Defeat whets victory, they say;
The reefs in old Gethsemane
Endear the shore beyond.
'Tis beggars banquets best define;
'Tis thirsting vitalizes wine,Faith faints to understand.
Despite its New Testament symbolism, the poem has little to
do with the Christian concept of redemption. Its stress is entirely
on the possibility of happiness in the present world, not in any
hereafter. The insight central in the poem is that great joy can
come only when accompanied by great suffering. It is Dostoievsky's theme, not Christ's. In the last line "faints," not "faith,"
takes the stress. \Vhat she means by "faith" is not altogether clear.
Certainly it is not "faith in God and the hereafter." I take it to be,
roughly, faith in the meaningfulness of joy and faith in the right
to joy. The realization that without first undergoing excruciating suffering she cannot enjoy this right is the substance of the
poem.
\Vhat was the nature and cause of her suffering? How can anyone say? A comprehensive reply would have to answer further
questions whose roots are buried and hidden in the inextricable
complexity of what we glibly call personality. She suffered because she was intelligent, because she could see, because she could
feel. Her biographers supply us with some terrifying facts: she
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lived behind a door; she dressed in white; she probably never
knew a man. These facts are terrifying because we know she was
so intelligent, because we know how much she could see, because
we know how deeply she could feel.
Had Emily Dickinson lived some fifty years earlier, the resolution of her dilemma could have been a fairly simple one: probably she would have turned to God. But unfortunately for her
and-a brutal truth-fortunately for us, she was born into an age
of scepticism, an age (as Allen Tate succinctly pointed out)
which witnessed the crumbling of puritan theology. Her relationship to God was often one of open heresy:
Is Heaven a physician?
They say that He can heal;
But medicine posthumous
Is unavailable.

/l
I

Is Heaven an exchequer?
They speak of what we owe;
But that negotiation
I'm not a party to.

In another poem:
Those, dying then, knew where they went,
They went to God's right hand;
That hand is amputated now
And God cannot be found.

In the theological sense, then, she had no God. Nor could she
avail herself of the multiple worldly distractions (maJTiage, children, social intercourse, sex; the striving for social position, fame,
, money) which filled the gaps in the lives of the God-less around
her. She had none of the chief worldly or other-worldly distractions; for some twenty-five years, all the years of her maturity, she
did have her bitter, private agony. Twenty-five years is a very long
time when we consider that many of her poems record the agony
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experienced in a split-second. Naturally, she thought a good deal
, a~ut "escape":
"Escape"-it is the basket
In which the heart is caught
When down some awful battlement
The rest of life is dropped.
All attempts at real escape, she knew, must be abortive:
I never hear the word "escape"
Without a quicker blood,
A sudden expectation,
A Hying attitude.
I n~ver hear of prisons broad
By soldiers battered down,
But I tug childish at my bars,Only to fail againl
Her fear of contact with the world of men was overwhelming.
The only escape open to her had to be an imaginative one. She
found such an escape, such a "basket," in her poetry. "We tell
a hurt to cool it"; fortunately she grasped this truth, and thereby
preserved her sanity.
Though she used poetry as a means of escape, her poetry is anything but escapist. Had she attempted mere escapist poetry she
would have found no escape. She realized full well that her dilemma must be faced up to in her poetry. She cultivated self-awareness like someone else would a geranium. As Tate put it, "her
poetry is a magnificent personal confession, blasphemous and, in
its self-revelation, its honesty, almost obscene."
But self-awareness, given her psychological problems, could
easily bring on terror and crisis. Carried too far, self-awareness
could lead to self-extinction. She knew all this. Her poems tell us
that she experienced much terror; that she faced many crises;
that she contemplated suicide; that she "had madness, had it once
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or twice." She looked suicide and madness squarely in the face
and, with what must have been a superhuman exertion of will,
rejected them. As far as we know, she died in full possession of her
faculties. She had more courage than was good for any mortal.
Allen Tate asserts that "when she went upstairs and closed the
door, she mastered life by rejecting it." Mr. Tate, I believe, is
profoundly wrong. She never rejected life: what lends an almost
inhuman quality to her moral courage is the fact that she never
failed to acknowledge the necessity of a life outside her dooreven though she knew that, for her, it was an impossibility. Witness the following poem:
I never hear that one is dead,
Without the chance of life
Afresh annihilating me,
That mightiest belief,
Too mighty for the daily mind
That, tilling its abyss
Had madness, had it once or twice,
The yawning consciousness.
Beliefs are bandaged, like the tongue
When terror, were it told
In any tone commensurate,
Would strike us instant dead.
Ido not know the man so bold
He dare in secret place
That awful stranger, consciousness,
Look squarely in the face.

"The chance of life"-that, for her, was the "mightiest belief,"
a belief which had to be "bandaged" when the terror implicit
in her day-in, day-out cloistered existence became unbearable.
"Bandaged," of course, because her belief was bleeding from the
wound inflicted upon it by the mounting terror; but also ban-
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daged, or protected, or even momentarily concealed, from the
terror of consciousness, in order to enable her stricken belief to
recover and to re-affirm itself when the pressure of her built-up
terror slackened.
What I have called her cultivation of self-awareness she here
likens to the tilling of an abyss.s The line "Had madness, had it
once or twice" I think can be taken literally. To my mind, at
least, it is more frightening to believe that she never succumbed.
"Madness" and "the yawning consciousness" are almost equivalents. Too much self-awareness, too much tilling of the abyss, produces madness. One's very sanity then becomes engulfed by a
"yawning consciousness." Once or twice, she tells us, she stared
too long into the abyss. Explicit in the phrase "the daily mind" is
the fact ·that when she recovered she immediately went back for
another look.
Self-extinction through madness must have been a powerful
temptation for her. But her moral sense felt such an escape to be
"abhorrent" :
Water makes many beds
For those averse to sleep,
I ts awful chamber open stands,
Its curtains blandly sweep;
Abhorrent is the rest
In undulating rooms
\Vhose amplitude no clock invades,
\Vhose morning never comes.

The sea, with "its awful chamber open," is ready to welcome
any desperate caller. As different from the fixed and measurable
3 Both Patterson (p. 390) and Chase (p. 128) take it to be an "abyss of death."

Chase says, with his peculiar blend of confusion and abstraction: "In the psychological scheme of her poems, Emily Dickinson regarded all consciousness as derivable from and as typified by the consciousness of death and immortality. Fortunately.
as she says in 'I never hear that one is dead: the 'daily mind' does not 'till' the
abyss of death, for if it did it would go mad. Consciousness guides the soul. Yet it
is a measure of man's desolation and the precariousness of his existence that consciousness, fully understood as consciousness of death, appear to us as an 'awful
stranger: "
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earth, the sea is depicted as a limitless, shifting expanse. Its most
horrible aspect is that it is dimensionless. Its "undulating rooms"
escape the category of space; the fact that its "morning never
comes" indicates that, temporarily, it knows no beginning or
end. It is the sea of total oblivion; it neither possesses nor permits any of the trappings of consciousness-"no clock invades."
It is the abhorrent sea of madness.
More sharply perhaps than any other of her many poems of
crisis, .. 'Twas Like a Maelstrom, with a Notch" itemizes the kind
of horror she lived with.
'Twas like a maelstrom, with a notch
That nearer every day
Kept narrowing its boiling wheel
Until the agony
Toyed coolly with the final inch
Of your delirious hem,
And you dropped, lost, when something broke
And let you from a dream
As if a goblin with a gauge
Kept measuring the hours,
Until you felt your second weigh
Helpless in his paws,

And not a sinew, stirred, could help,
And sense was setting numb,
When God remembered, and the fiend
Let go then, overcome;
As if yOUT sentence stood pronounced,
And you were frozen led
From dungeon's luxury of doubt
To gibbets and the dead;

And when the film had stitched your eyes,
A creature gasped "Reprieve'"
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Which anguish was the utterest then,
To perish, or to live?
This poem, it seems to me, is of a piece with the two poems discussed immediately above. The "you" in the poem, I take to be
the poet, who is here using a colloquial narrative style. Think of
the man in the Hemingway novel: you entered the smoky room
and you found yourself a corner and a tall glass and you tried it
for a while. But it was no good so you swallowed your drink and
you got out. It is all first person singular. But the "you," even as
first person singular, gives something of an objective tone to the
poem. So, too, does the use of the past tense.
It is interesting to note that Miss Dickinson uses a "you" and a
past tense in this poem and uses an "I" and a present tense in "I
Never Hear that One is Dead." In the latter poem she is further
away from the terror. She "never hears that one is dead, without
the chance of life afresh annihilating her." She tells us about her
recurring dilemma. By the use of "I" and the present tense she
prevents the telling from becoming mere abstraction, emotionally inaccessible to the reader. The device, in short, brings us closer
to the terror. In "'Twas Like a Maelstrom," on the other hand,
she is describing the immediate experience itself, the precise second of "utterest anguish." In this poem the terror, almost literally, is at her throat. In order to describe it, and in order to enable
us to see its horrific proportions, she must push it off, so to speak.
Hence the use of "you" and the past tense.
Despite the introduction of this objectifying element, however,
the poem is as subjective as a poem can be. It has very little to do
with physical death; except by remote extension, it has nothing to
do with immortality. It does have very much to do with going
mad, and with the retaining of one's sanity in the face of an over·
whelming sense of consciousness.
"Maelstrom" and "notch," in the first stanza, tell us that her
agony could both totally engulf her and make her aware of its par·
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tkular excruciations. Such an agony, we are told, has been going
on for a long time. The lines
Until the agony
Toyed coolly with the final inch
Of your delirious hem,

indicate that the sufferer has now reached the precise moment of
crisis. "Your delirious hem" suggests that she recognizes her own
culpability: the "hem" can be the hem of a shroud she has been
sewing for herself. By "tilling her abyss," by staring into "the
yawning consciousness," into the maelstrom, she has brought herself to the point of self-extinction, of madness. The lines
And you dropped, lost, when something broke
And let you from a dream
.",

inform us that the unbearable agony has made something snap in
her mind. The dropping of consciousness comes as an act of
mercy. The "dream" from which she has been "let" is later paralleled by the "dungeon's luxury of doubt" from which she has
been "led." It is the dream or the luxury of doubt which enabled
her to cultivate her agonizing sense of consciousness and, at the
same time, permitted her to think: "perhaps such cultivation will
lead not to madness, but to 'the chance of life,' to eventual release
from my dungeon." The word "lost" tells us that madness, while
the only possible release, was not the kind of release she sought.
The third and fourth stanzas, with even more frightening imagery, parallel and develop afresh the theme already presented in
the first two stanzas. The fifth stanza is the third, and most terrible presentation of the descent into the maelstrom.
The first line of the last stanza, "And when the film had
stitched your eyes," tells us that consciousness has been blotted
out, that she is mad. But madness, like the dimensionless sea with
its "undulating rooms," is also unbearable. "A creature"-not
God, or Christ, or a human being; but any li~ing creature with
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even a minimum of feeling-gasps "Reprieve!" Her reprieve.
necessarily, is to the world of consciousness from which she had
dropped. Soon she can expect to see again the goblin and the
gauge. The question asked in the last two lines is the last turn of
the knife. To perish in a sea of madness. or to live with an unbearable self-awareness? Grimly, she chose the latter.
s of course no answer to the Emjly Dickinson riddlejust as there is no answer to the riddle of any great poet. The instant genuine poetry can be unriddled it will cease to be written.
However. we do come a bit closer to the heart of the Dickinson
riddle at those moments when we sense fully her intense attachment to life; we lose all sense of the riddle in a fog of abstraction
when we slant her mind towards death and immortality.
THE REI

Frederick Black
THE CUBAN FISH PROBLEM l
was very Cuban old man. He fished. He did not
catch one either.
Down in the marketplace they whispered. "That viejo old
man. he is not so lucky. I theenk."
The old man fished on truly. It was three years.
But the old man did have a friend. It was a boy. Other people
were around. He knew these others too. That boy was his friend
though!
Once the old man had a wife. She was gone. She was his wife
certainly, not his friend.

L
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1 The Old Man and the Sea, by Ernest Hemingway. New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons. 1952. 140 pp. $3.00.
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